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IS  SOCIAL  SERVICE  ALL? 

'■>  c« these  ought  ye  to  have  done, 
and  not  leave  the  other  undone . " 

Matthew  23:23b 


Every  now  and  then  over  the  past  three  months 
I've  experienced  twinges  of  pain  and  sadness  at  the 
plight  of  Geoffrey  T.  Marr*  Who  is  Geoffrey  T*  Marr? 
He  is  the  Commanding  Officer  of  the  Cunard  Liner,  Queen 
Elizabeth  now  permanently  berthed  in  Florida  as  a  tour- 
ist center  and  hotel*  This  is  a  man  who  was  trained 
for  the  sea.  What  a  waste  of  man  and  ship  I  Eighty- 
three  thousand  tons  of  ocean-going  beauty  permanently 
demobilized.  Made  to  challenge  storms  and  knife  her 
way  through  boisterous  seas,  she  sits  there  roped  to 
the  land,  her  mighty  engines  never  more  to  turn  her 
massive  screws .   It's  enough  to  make  you  weep  I  Better 
she  had  been  dynamited  in  mid-ocean  and  spared  the 
sacrilege  * 

There  are  some  who  feel  that  way  about  the  church « 
Once  a  force  in  history  it  is  fast  becoming  a  relic  of 
a  by- gone  day.   Once  fired  up  with  a  busy  sense  of  mis- 
sion, it  now  nestles  listlessly  in  the  placid  waters 
of  the  harbor .  And  there  are  preachers  by  the  thou- 
sands in  this  country  who  know  the  plight  of  Geoffrey 
Marrin  their  own  bones*  For  they  find  themselves  in 
the  wheel-house  of  a  church  that  cannot  move.  One  such 
is  a  friend  who  just  last  week  in  an  inner  city  church, 
large  in  building  but  small  in  vision,  preached  a  ser- 
mon that  he  entitled  "What '  s  a  Nice  Church  Like  You 
Doing  In  a  Place  Like  This?"  You  can  feel  the  pathos 
behind  it*  Let  me  come  quickly  to  the  point*  The 
Riverside  Church  could  suffer  the  fate  of  the  Queen 
Elizabeth.   It  is  not  beyond  possibility  that  in  the 
future  tourists  coming  to  this  part  of  Riverside  Drive 
could  in  one  stop  visit  Grant's  Tomb  and  God's  Tomb. 

This  church  like  many  others  in  the  land  has  made 
a  dominant  commitment  to  social  service*  Riverside 
has  written  an  enviable  record  in  this  field  and  con- 
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tinues  to  do  so.  This  was  one  of  the  first  churches  in 
America  to  hire  a  full-time  social  worker.   During  the 
depression  years  an  Arts  and  Crafts  organization  was 
designed  primarily  for  vocational  training.   It  now 
goes  on  to  help  us  to  a  better  use  of  leisure.  This 
church  played  a  part  in  the  creation  of  the  Manhattan- 
ville  Community  Center.  Along  with  sister  institutions 
it  formed  Morningside  Heights  Incorporated  out  of  which 
have  come  Grant  Housing,  Morningside  Gardens,  and  many 
other  benefits.   It  has  made  its  Stone  Gymnasium  avail- 
able to  neighborhood  youth.   During  the  time  of  the 
school  boycott  it  opened  its  facilities  to  a  Freedom 
School  where  some  one  thousand  pupils  were  served. 
There  is  an  English  Conversation  Program  here  that  goes 
on  week  by  week,  wherein  some  one  hundred  and  fifty 
students  from  other  parts  of  the  world  gain  a  facility 
in  the  English  language.  WRVR  was  rewarded  with  de- 
served fame  from  coast  to  coast  because  of  its  cover- 
age of  the  race  riots  in  Birmingham  and  some  of  the 
activities  of  the  Klu  Klux  KLan.   On  the  drawing  board 
now  are  plans  for  a  day  nursery  that  would  care  for  the 
children  of  unwed  mothers  who  are  of  Junior  High  and 
High  School  age.  These  facilities,  well  kept  and  spa- 
cious, have  been  consistently  available  to  all  kinds 
of  community,  benevolent  and  civic  groups. 

One  can  say  without  the  slightest  reservation 
that  he  swells  with  pride  at  the  privilege  of  being 
associated  with  a  church  that  has  written  such  a  nota- 
ble record.   But  there  is  one  question  that  rises  and 
insists  on  surfacing,  the  question:   "Is  Social  Service 
All?"  Admittedly  it  is  good  as  far  as  it  goes,  but 
does  it  go  far  enough?  Perhaps  Jesus' words  have  at 
least  indirect  point  for  us.   Speaking  to  the  religious 
leaders  of  His  time  He  said,  "You  tithe  mint  and  dill 
and  cummin,  and  have  neglected  the  weightier  matters 
of  the  law,  justice  and  mercy  and  faith;  these  you 
ought  to  have  done,  without  neglecting  the  others." 
(Mat.  23:23b) 

Not  for  a  minute  would  I  liken  our  involvement  in 
social  service  to  Jewish  preoccupation  with  the  tithing 
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of  mint  and  dill  and  cummin.   But  Jesus  is  helpful  in 
reminding  us  that  a  sense  of  balance  and  proportion 
must  prevail  else  our  religion  will  he  horribly  dis- 
torted.  "These  ye  ought  to  have  done  and  not  leave 
the  other  undone  0  n 

What  other?  While  continuing  this  commendable 
tradition  of  social  service,,  The  Riverside  Church  needs 
to  move  with  vigor  and  conviction  on  two  other  fronts. 
If  we  consider  social  service  to  be  in  the  middle  posi- 
tion then  we  can  say,  in  the  first  place ,  that  this 
church  needs  to  move  to  the  left  to  become  far  more  in- 
volved in  social  action.. 

Social  service  and  social  action  are  not  the  same 
thing o   Social  service  aims  to  ameliorate  the  suffer- 
ing of  the  afflicted »   Social  action  aims  to  remedy  the 
cause  of  the  suffering •  For  examples  Social  Service 
builds  a  hospital  for  miners  suffering  from  silicosis! 
Social  Action  presses  for  enforcement  of  mine  inspec- 
tion  laws|  Social  Service  brings  baskets  of  food  to 
migrant  workers;  Social  Action  boycotts  grapes  to  raise 
the  migrant  worker's  wage;  Social  Service  builds  homes 
for  unwed  mothers;  Social  Action  works  to  nulify  out- 
moded laws  that  prohibit  abortion;  Social  Service  puts 
the  USO  and  the  Red  Cross  in  Vietnam;  Social  Action 
works  to  put  an  end  to  a  useless  and  indefensible  war; 
Social  Service  sends  case  workers  into  the  tenemants 
of  impoverished  blacks;  Social  Action  works  to  banish 
the  discrimination  that  keeps  the  black  man  down;  So- 
cial Service  tries  to  humanize  the  ghetto;  Social  Ac- 
tion works  to  raze  the  ghetto  and  integrate  the  city* 

Social  Service  when  you  think  about  it  is  a  rela- 
tively easy  form  of  endeavor.   It  allows  us  to  express 
compassion  without  the  risk  of  controversy ,     We  ca^ 
practice  it  with  a  minimum  of  theological,  conviction. 
But  it  really  doesn't  get  to  the  heart  of  the  matter > 
does  it?  It  deals  with  symptoms,  not  causes^  with 
casualties,  not  structures,,  And  at  the  end  of  the  day 
it  really  leaves  us  open  to  the  charge  of  sloth* 


Harvey  Cox  and  others  are  giving  us  what  I  think 
is  an  exciting  new  understanding  of  man's  fall  from 
grace o  These  men  are  pointing  out  that  classical  the- 
ology has  traced  man's  predicament  to  pride.  Man 
through  the  years  has  sought  to  assert  himself,  to 
take  to  himself  the  mastery  that  belongs  to  God.  Some 
of  our  modern  theologians  are  saying  that  man's  beset- 
ting sin  is  not  that  he  asserts  himself  but  that  he 
doesn't.  It  is  God's  will  that  we  should  name  and  sub- 
due and  govern.  These  are  commands  that  require  self- 
assertion.   But  it  is  safer  and  easier  to  practice 
sloth  than  to  give  attention  to  such  matters. 

Do  we  as  believers  have  a  conscience  on  Vietnam, 
on  the  Arab  refugee  problem,  on  school  decentralization, 
on  ant i - semi t ism,  on  rent  control,  on  antiquated  abor- 
tion statutes,  on  civil  rights?  If  we  do,  then  why 
don't  we  clarify  our  conscience  and  enlighten  our  minds 
on  these  matters  and  as  God  gives  us  to  see  the  right 
(even  though  it  be  a  relative  right)  go  on  and  do  it. 
To  learn,  to  teach,  to  talk,  to  petition,  to  protest, 
to  expose,  to  lobby,  to  vote,  to  boycott,  to  write  to 
march  -  We  must  learn  how  to  conjugate  verbs  like  these 
if  we  wish  to  be  a  relevant  church  in  the  Twentieth 
Century.   Some  of  this  we  do  as  citizens  to  be  sure. 
Some  of  it  we  do  because  of  other  associations  where 
we  work,  where  we  practice  our  professions.  But  why 
not  as  a  church,  if  the  church  is  meant  in  any  way  to 
be  a  conscience  for  the  nation  at  large? 

Walter  Rauschenbusch  lived  and  worked  half  a  cen- 
tury ago,  but  being  dead  still  speaks.   I  wish  to  quote 
him  now  and  at  the  end.   "The  gospel  to  have  full  power 
over  an  age,  must  be  the  highest  expression  of  the  mor- 
al and  religious  truths  held  by  that  age.   If  it  lags 
behind  and  deals  in  outgrown  conceptions  of  life  and 
duty,  it  will  lose  power  over  the  ablest  minds  and  the 
young  men  first,  and  gradually  over  all.  It  the  church 
has  no  live  and  bold  thought  on  the  dominant  questions 
of  modern  life,  its  teaching  authority  on  all  other 
questions  will  dwindle  and  be  despised."  1 
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We  must  move  to  the  left  and  pass  beyond  social 
service  to  social  action*   But  we  must  also  move  to 
the  right  and  become  more  concerned  about  sharing  our 
faith  with  other  people.  It  is  highly  significant 
that  this  church  has  no  Council  on  Evangelism,  not  even 
a  committee  to  visit  prospective  members.   Granted,  the 
word  "evangelism"  is  a  word  of  tarnished  reputation. 
It  has  been  hurt  by  the  excesses  of  the  mass  evangelist 
and  by  the  zealot  who  takes  us  by  the  lapel,  shakes  us 
a  little  and  asks,  "Are  you  saved?"  But  let  us  not 
caricature  the  term  and  think  that  in  so  doing  we  can 
dismiss  the  reality  behind  it.  Evangelism  is  nothing 
other  than  the  sharing  of  a  gladness.  It  is  not  some- 
thing optional,  but  something  which  belongs  to  the  very 
esse  of  the  church's  life. 

In  our  rush  to  improve  society  from  without  we 
tend  to  forget  that  no  society  is  substantially  and 
authentically  changed  until  men  are  renewed  from  with- 
in. Gabriel  Fackre  commenting  on  our  temporary  neglect 
of  the  so-called  private  virtues  says,  "Don't  knock  the 
private  virtues'   They  are  modest  themes  that  may  not 
stand  center  stage  at  this  moment  in  history.  Never- 
theless they  are  part  of  the  final  vision  of  life.  And, 
practically  speaking,  the  health  of  the  public  struc- 
tures rests  finally  on  commitment  to  the  private  vir- 
tues." 2 

The  humanity  that  we  lost  in  the  First  Adam  is 
recoverable  through  faith  in  the  Second  Adam0  There 
are  some  hurts  men  and  women  feel  that  are  so  deep  that 
they  come  not  out  except  by  prayer  and  fasting.  They 
are  reachable  not  from  without  but  from  within.   She 
had  a  spacious  home,  plenty  of  money,  a  good  education 
but  she  still  sobbed  six  months  after  her  husband's 
suicide  and  said,  "When  I'm  home  I  don't  want  to  go 
out.  When  I'm  out  I  don't  want  to  go  home."  There  is 
no  law,  there  is  no  welfare  program  that  can  get  to 
that!  But  this  might: 


"Fear  not,  I  am  with  thee,  oh,  "be  not  dismayed, 
For  I  am  thy  God,  and  will  still  give  thee  aid. 
I'll  strengthen  thee,  help  thee,  and  cause  thee 

to  stand 
Upheld  by  my  righteous,,  omnipotent  hand. 
Upheld  by  my  righteous,  omnipotent  hand." 


Our  silence  as  Christians  can  deal  death  to  a  man 
who  is  starving  for  a  word.  A  young  minister  who  had 
established  coffee-houses  in  two  different  cities, 
(coffee-houses  generally  major  in  an  indirect  sharing 
of  the  faith)  wrote  back  to  one  of  his  seminary  pro- 
fessors:  "I  am  getting  the  feeling  that  maybe  our 
whole  approach  in  the  coffee-house  ministry  has  been 
to  worry  so  much  about  loneliness  that  we  refuse  to 
throw  our  faith  in  the  air,  joyfully. "   "Ye  tithe  mint 
and  dill  and  cummin  and  have  neglected  the  weightier 
matters  of  the  law  -  justice  and  mercy  and  faith." 
Will  you  allow  a  paraphrase  that  might  just  speak  to 
our  situation:   "You  have  abounded  in  the  good  works 
of  social  service,  practicing  mercy,  but  have  neglected 
the  equally  important  matters  of  justice  and  faith. 
These  ought  ye  to  do  and  not  stop  doing  the  other." 

The  fate  of  the  Queen  Elizabeth  could  be  our  fate. 
But  the  fate  of  the  Queen  Elizabeth  need  not  be  our 
fate.  To  social  service  let  us  bring  a  courage  for 
social  action  and  a  passion  to  share  with  others  the 
life  we  have  found  in  Christ. 

Rauschenbusch  again,  "There  are  two  great  entities 
in  human  life,  the  human  soul  and  the  human  race,  -  and 
religion  is  to  save  both.  The  soul  is  to  seek  righteous- 
ness and  eternal  life,  and  the  race  is  to  seek  right- 
eousness and  the  Kingdom  of  God."  3 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 


It  is  our  heartfelt  prayer,  0  God,  that 

individually  and  together  we  may  be 

serviceable  to  thee , 
Where  vision  is  faulty,  bless  with  the 

gift  of  sight » 
Where  timidity  keeps  us  walking  in 

familiar  circles,  give  us  a  hunger 

for  adventure . 
Where  unworthy  tensions  minimize  the 

force  we  might  exert,  heal  -  and 

empower  us  anew, 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord.   Amen, 
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